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Preface.

This short paper is written in response to a request from the Central & North London District pastoral Committee (July meeting) for an in-depth report on Stress & Family in the Ministry. 

What is Stress?

"Stress occurs when the pressures or demands of everyday are hard to cope with - there is a increase in a hormone called adrenalin, which speeds up your body reflexes and thinking, and generally prepares you for action." (BAMH booklet on Stress)

Stress is a perfectly natural human physiological response, which prepares our bodies to fight or run. This was more appropriate in the physically threatening environment of our ancient ancestors, but our minds and bodies do not recognise that it may no longer be necessary, and prepare us anyway in certain situations. 

In itself, some stress is acceptable, indeed desirable. Enduring continual stress is unhealthy, and is linked to a deterioration in physical, mental and emotional well-being.

Burnout.

Stress and burnout are different. "Stress taxes our adjustment capacities, while burnout taxes our ability to continue caring" (Clergy Self Care, Alban Institute)

Striking the balance.

Stress is generally related to life changes. Some of these stressful events are part of popular knowledge - death of a partner, divorce, moving house etc. 

Stress levels can be measured. For example, life changes rating scales for clergy (and clergy spouses) have been produced by Dr Holmes and Dr Raha (Clergy Self Care). Adding points up from a top of the scale 100 for the death of a spouse, down through dozens of other events, they claim to be able to measure stress levels. They have conducted research that matches high scores with illness. Those in the top one third had 90 per cent more illness than the lower two thirds during a one year period. 

(A score of 51-100 constitutes 'manageable stress'. At the upper levels, 251-300 is 'moderately serious', 301-350 'very serious, and 351+ 'alarming'. I scored 587!) 

Stress in the Ministry.

"Ministers face…an incidence of breakdown (which is) double that of the general public." 

(URC General Assembly 2000)

The original Report to the URC entitled "Stress in the Ministry" was written in 1987. I do not propose to reproduce that Report again, but to examine the present situation, identifying new areas of concern and adding such new resources as I have been able to identify. The primary focus is upon the ministerial family, but in a general overall context of stress. 

The Report included a specific chapter (Section 5) on 'Stress and the minister's family).

General background.

There is no question that stress levels are high. Workers in Britain face the longest hours in Europe. A recent survey* showed that the average British executive receives 190 messages a day, including 48 phone calls, 23 e-mails, 20 letters, 15 internal e-mails, 13 post-it notes, 12 message slips, 11 voice mail messages, 11 faxes, 8 mobile phone calls, 3 express postal deliveries, 2 pager messages and 3 courier deliveries. 

Four out of  ten are interrupted every 10 minutes. (A fact which I noted wryly as I struggled to write this Report against frequent disturbance). 

Modern lifestyle and communications have changed dramatically in the last 13 years, since the URC Report was written. Ministers are as vulnerable as the next person to these increased pressures. 

*Expository Times, June 2000 quoting "They're working us into the grave", by Richard Reeves, Independent on Sunday, November 14th 1999.

Stress specific to the Ministry.

Are there sources of stress which are peculiar to the Ministry? It could be so argued, and the topic is covered in Section 3 of the URC Report. . Here are some possible additional areas for consideration. 

Deployment and related issues.

The security of a single pastorate for a settled period is fast becoming an obsolete notion. Indeed, only 10 to 15% of our churches can be defined as single pastorates (URC discussion paper:  Towards a policy on the grouping of churches, May 2000) 

For some Ministers, the consequential isolation and loss of the support of a local congregation should not be underestimated. 

Underlying this unsettling and insecure state of affairs is the deployment issue, or shortage of ministers. 

In conjunction with a shrinking church, and the resultant lack of people willing to take on jobs for the church, more and more pressures are being dumped upon ministers as the 'paid employee', who is not a volunteer and therefore cannot (so the argument goes) prevent the buck stopping at the Manse desk. 

The increasing demand for a minister to "look after" more than one congregation can be linked to some of the following issues. 

Loss of status and support.

In this post-modern era, it is argued that there are no agreed absolute values. No one person (or institution) has a monopoly on truth. The Minister is no longer perceived as infallible. On the one hand, this might be applauded theologically and theoretically.  On the other hand, it means that s/he is not automatically assured of support from the local community based upon respect and trust.  

The minister as product.

Shopping around for churches that fit "my personal needs" has become a significant recent phenomenon, redolent of consumerism and privatised religion. Research has established that the Minister is the crucial element in people's choice of a church. The pressure to "perform" is thus increased. Ironically, as Oswald notes (Clergy Self Care), a minister suffering from stress gives out powerful negative non-verbal messages. He claims that body language could constitute 85% of what we communicate. "Even if newcomers were attracted to a parish for other reasons, they would not join unless they felt good about the pastor" (Alban Institute, Assimilation of New Members Study). This judgement is made early on.
Ministers are often scapegoated for falling numbers, and it is clearly a vicious circle when the minister is already under stress. 

Moving on is not always the solution, since "when applying for a new post, the Church makes it clear that fit and healthy incumbents are required, with no track record of health problems or disability…" (Revd Dr Graham Blyth, MSF article on "Clergy Stress in the workplace", August 2000)

Employment.

The key issue in my view is the employment status of ministers. They are totally vulnerable in terms of job security, or lack of it. To argue that this has always been the case ignores the realities stated above. "Under UK law, Ministers are not regarded as employed but as holders of an office" (The URC Manuel, M6/7)

Therefore they have no rights at all under employment laws. 

Is it prudent under such a regime to be ill, or to take holidays, or to work reasonable hours (Oswald suggests 50 hours or less per week!), or to be less than constantly available?

The MSF trade union campaigns upon this issue, mainly within the Anglican church. (It has also campaigned for the last 4 years on workplace issues such as stress, and is running conferences this Autumn on the theme of well-being at work, looking at the workplace in a more 'holistic' manner. Stress and anti-family attitudes are part of the theme)

Finance & Housing.

The URC undertook a major review of minister's stipends some years ago, and appears to believe that this resolved the issue. In more recent times it has again looked at stipends and associated issues (Assembly 199, pages 108/112: Review of Ministerial Remuneration). 

Unfortunately, the major question of housing has been avoided time and again. The 1999 Report recommends that the Manse system should continue, even though it quotes the 1991 Assembly report which "envisaged a time when the stipend would be increased significantly in exchange for ministers taking responsibility for their own housing provision. It is important that a scheme…is not deferred indefinitely…and implemented as soon as possible."  The Sub-committee concerned is undertaking more work before it brings the matter to a future Assembly (date unspecified).

It should be noted that The Archbishop's Council of the Church of England is currently undertaking a major review of clergy stipends. An MSF comment upon this notes the fact that "the average clergy stipend in 1948 was £475 against the average manual worker's wage of £348. Nowadays, the ordinary incumbent would be delighted to be receiving 36% more than the blue collar worker."

Summary.

I have tried to make this a discussion paper to prompt debate and further action. I am not aware that the topic of clergy stress and related issues is on any national agenda at present. We do not know the extent of the problem, except by anecdotal evidence. 

The following action agenda is suggested:

1. Investigate each Minister's support system e.g. Spiritual Director, Pastoral Friend, Support Group

2. Ask URC nationally to re-visit the 'Stress in the Ministry' Report and up-date.

3. Ask URC nationally to respond to question of insecurity of ministers arising from lack of legal protection under employment laws, and consider voluntary acceptance of such laws. 

4. Ask URC nationally to provide guidelines on how to deal with ministers suffering from mental or physical illness, policy on time out to recover without loss of income. 

Resources.

Pastoral Consultants, including specialist skills in Psychotherapy 

Marriage Guidance

Ministerial Counselling Service

Society of Mary and Martha, Crowhurst, and other retreat places

Occupational Health Service (under debate: see Assembly 2000)

Synod Health check

Spiritual Director, support groups

Accompanied Self-assessment

District pastoral consultations

District Pastoral Committee

Book list:

See Stress in the Ministry appendix

Clergy Self-care (Roy M. Oswald.)  The Alban Institute (it has an extensive bibliography)

The Expository Times: "Physician, Heal Thyself" series: particularly useful were:

February 2000 "Surviving Clergy Depression"

June 2000 "Living with Arthritis

April 2000 "Loss of Faith"

MSF Trade Union: various publications

Health & Healing Committee publications, e.g. "The experience of emotional distress".

